Peptide vaccines against hepatitis B virus: from animal model to human studies.
An estimated 400 million people are chronically infected with the hepatitis B virus (HBV). Chronic viral hepatitis infection incurs serious sequelae such as liver cirrhosis and hepatocellular carcinoma. Prevention and treatment, thus, represent an important target for public health. Preventive vaccines using HBsAg alone or combined with other antigens allow for the generation of neutralizing antibodies which effectively prevent infection in immunocompetent individuals. Cell-mediated immunological mechanisms are thought to be crucial in determining viral persistence or viral elimination. Therapeutic approaches aiming to shift cellular immunity towards viral elimination have been on the research agenda for many years. This paper summarizes pre-clinical and clinical results obtained with the use of immunogenic peptides formulated as vaccines to selectively boost cellular immune responses. Such vaccines are capable of generating cellular immune responses in animal models as well as in humans and represent an important step towards the development of a therapeutic vaccine against chronic hepatitis.